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The Conservation Fund is the nation’s foremost environmental nonprofit dedicated to
protecting America’s land and water legacy for current and future generations. Seeking
innovative conservation solutions for the 21st century, the Fund works to integrate
economic and environmental goals. Since its founding in 1985, the Fund has helped its
partners safeguard wildlife habitat, working landscapes, community “greenspace,” and
historic sites totaling more than 5 million acres nationwide. With 1 percent fundraising
costs and 96 percent program allocation, The Conservation Fund is recognized as
the nation’s top rated environmental nonprofit by both the American Institute of
Philanthropy and Charity Navigator. Visit us online at www.conservationfund.org.

The Northeastern Area (NA) is a unit of the State and Private Forestry branch of the
USDA Forest Service. Its mission is to lead and support sustainable forest management
and use across the landscape to provide benefits for the people of 20 Northeastern and
Midwestern States and the District of Columbia. NA works with State forestry agencies
and other partners to influence the wise management, protection, and sustainable use
of urban and rural forest resources and provides financial support and professional
expertise to States, private forest landowners, nonprofit groups, tribal nations, and
communities. The NA Chesapeake Bay Watershed Forestry Program was established
to bring direct support for Chesapeake Bay restoration and stewardship goals. For
more information on State and Private Forestry Programs, visit www.na.fs.fed.us.
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FORWARD

e have always put a lot of faith in the Chesapeake Bay’s resilience—in its ability to

bounce back from environmental insults. In the 1970’s, Mother Nature delivered

the Bay a fierce blow—the worst rain and flooding in perhaps two centuries. That decade

sent the ecosystem into a tailspin from which it still has not recovered. In retrospect, it is

not so surprising.

Tropical storm Agnes in 1972, combined
with several more unusually wet years in
the Bay’s history, came at a time when
much of the historic resilience of the
watershed was depleted. The Bay’s major
system of resilience, the forest that once
covered most of the watershed, was 40%
gone. Together, the forests, wetlands, bay
grasses, and oysters, once constituted a
marvelous system of buffers and filters,
stabilizers, and regulators. They lent the
Bay a tremendous resilience, a capacity to
absorb environmental insult and recover.

Ultimately, the Bay depends on the
quality and quantity of rainwater that
runs from the lands of its watershed; and
no other land use—pasture, cornfield,
lawn, or wurban street—consistently
delivers the clear, pure water received
from the forest. We can only speculate
about the quality of freshwater flows to
the pristine Bay that existed when the
old-growth forest covered almost all the
watershed from New York to Norfolk.
Forests that have not been altered by man
are so rare and scattered now, that even
most professional foresters have never
studied their workings. Nonetheless,
study after study confirms that even
today, the forested lands of the watershed

are the most beneficial use to which we

put the land in terms of water quality.
This includes well-managed commercial
and private forestlands, which from the
Bay’s standpoint are a healthy alternative
to both development and agriculture.

Just by growing, forests in the Bay’s
watershed today are sopping up an
estimated 184 million pounds of nitrogen
from polluted air each year that would
wash into watershed if it fell on paved
streets. The forests are thus accomplishing
about three times the annual reduction of
nitrogen achieved by all the technological
pollution control efforts of the last two
decades combined. And the trees do it for
free, while other solutions cost billions.
Yet, we rarely think of the trees in this
way.

Today’s environmental problems stem
from both how many people live in a
place and how they live—the per capita
consumptionofland and natural resources.
The wasteful conversion of open space to
developed lands removes the Bay’s filters
and buffers and developing wetlands and
forests is a largely irreversible process.
But to assign this blame to “industry” or
“agriculture” or “developers” is to ignore
a critical fact. Many of the problems with
the Chesapeake Bay are the cumulative

We must learn to see the Bay whole, as water and watershed and

airshed inseparably linked; to see the bay as a system whose forests are
every bit as much components of pollution control and environmental
bealth as sewage treatment plants and sediment fences. It seems easy
to accept spending $50 million or more on sewage treatment, but the
protection or restoration of a filtering, cleansing forest is “uneconomic”
to invest in. Forests—so vital for wildlife, clean water, and clean air—

must be also seen as essential to restoring the Bay and to maintaining

our quality of life. We must regain the Bay’s natural resilience through
the natural systems like forests that help the Bay help itself!

Tom Horton

Excerpts from Turning the Tide: Saving the Chesapeake Bay

impact of fulfilling the wants and needs
of the people who live here. People often
multiply their impact by a factor of one
when they should be multiplying by
the 16 million who inhabit the Bay’s
watershed. We are wasting too much land
on paving and using too much energy.
We are frittering away the heritage of
the places we live—the character of our
natural landscapes, the community of our
small towns, and the vitality of our urban
centers. Fortunately, the alternatives
leading to a restored Bay do not mean an
impoverished existence; rather, they may

lead to an even higher quality of life.

Another major concern is that if the
Bay and our watersheds continue in
an unrestored state, political leaders,
decision-makers, and we who live around
the Bay, will redefine success. As public
memory of a truly healthy estuary recede,
the concept of “restored” may also be
reduced to a more “achievable” state.
With fishing closed to shad since 1979,
adults who have never caught a shad are
not overly worried about bringing back
what they have never had. The same goes
for oysters, bay grasses, and streams.
Each new generation experiences a
marginal Bay, one more degraded than
that of decades ago. This point of view
inevitably leads to lower expectations and
less pressure on politicians to do right by
the Bay.

What must we do then, to save the Bay?
Despite notable efforts and successes,
the challenge is not being met. Just
holding the line against further decline
is not restoration. If the wealthiest, most
powerful, and technologically advanced
nation in the history of the planet cannot
live in a place without ruining it, what
message does that send to the rest of the
world? We need more than a reinvigorated
commitment to fighting for the Bay and
the environment. We must redefine the
nature of the struggle.
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PREFACE

Many organizations compile information and data on the value, trends, and threats
to the condition and sustainability of forests in the Chesapeake Bay watershed.
The State of Chesapeake Forests report pulls together much of this varied information
to provide a resource for governments, environmental organizations, and other groups
interested in establishing forest protection and sustainable management as a key strategy
for improving the Bay watershed’s environment, economy, and quality of life.
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